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Client of the Quarter

Soltronix Solves the Product Puzzle

There is a complicated process behind every new product, whether it's a simple widget or a life-changing technology. Like a puzzle, market analysis, research, design, engineering, testing and manufacturing must all fit together to ensure the success of an emerging concept in the marketplace. Where can an inventor, or even a corporation, turn to find a single company capable of managing this multi-faceted methodology? Right here in Portland, of course. Hillsboro's Soltronix is a one-stop product development group that can already boast of revolutionary success.

If you're diabetic, or know someone who is, you understand the necessity of checking blood glucose levels several times daily by piercing a finger to draw blood. Why can't someone find a more convenient way to measure glucose levels, you might've wondered? Well, the Soltronix team -- Greg Harris, Phil Horton and Tim Jenness -- did. Working diligently with Cygnus, experts in the field of transdermal drug delivery products such as nicotine patches, Soltronix was the driving force behind developing the GlucoWatch Biographer, the first non-invasive, automatic glucose monitoring system for people with diabetes. 

Approved by the FDA in March 2001, the GlucoWatch Biographer marks a major technological breakthrough and, no doubt, brought a new sense of ease to people with diabetes. From creating the initial design and staging clinical trials to devising the manufacturing system Cygnus now uses, Soltronix co-founders Greg Harris, Phil Horton and Tim Jenness spent eight years bringing the product to completion. The GlucoWatch Biographer is worn like a watch and glucose readings are taken through the skin via small electrical currents, as often as every 20 minutes. By identifying trends and patterns in a patient's glucose levels, a diabetes care team can determine whether the current treatment program is the best one for the patient.

"Cygnus's end is the biochemistry and electrochemistry of it," Harris explains. "Our end is everything else -- the electronics, the firmware and the software, the manufacturing and mechanical engineering in the actual device."

Soltronix's resources are as unique as the company name, a hybridization and abbreviation of the company's early motto: "Solutions through electronics." Clients can count on electrical, mechanical and industrial engineering expertise, plus the manufacturing know-how few engineering groups offer. "Many engineers sit behind closed doors and design products, then throw 'em over the wall to a manufacturing department that struggles to build it," Horton says. "We're so close-looped here, we can actually pass designs to the manufacturing stage that are manufacturable."

Having acquired a new 5,100 square-foot office space earlier this year, Soltronix is ready for growth. Of course, they have all the best technology in place, including state-of-the-art Internet, conferencing and video capturing. "We do collaborative design over the Internet," Horton says. "It doesn't matter if our client is in downtown Portland, Tigard, Salem or California (Cygnus is based in Redwood City, CA), we can do design as if we're sitting in their offices and they can look at the data in real time." 

Soltronix also enjoys its fair share of consulting work -- "fix-it jobs," Horton calls them -- solving clients' specific problems, like redesigning circuit boards or performing cost-reduction analyses. But this group's true passion is pure product development. 

These guys love the challenge their growing business presents, and they're always ready to think "outside the box." Horton enthuses, "Our tag line is 'Turning great ideas into great products.' To get there, we might challenge a client and their thinking about their product to enhance what the product can do. We push back on their designs, with our goal being to give them a better product, a more robust product when everything's said and done."
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That kind of thinking makes Pittman & Brooks the ideal accounting firm for Soltronix. Horton says, "They're a small group, they're definitely attentive, and they're aggressive, and we like that. They have no compunction about telling us we're doing something wrong or telling us a better way of doing it. For the most part, some of us have business backgrounds, but we're engineers -- we want to spend our time engineering and not being accountants. That's where Pittman & Brooks comes in."
